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After affirmative action: A new way to look 
at college admissions 
By Dale G. Caldwell 

The original goal of affirma�ve ac�on was to increase the number of Black students in four-year colleges and 
universi�es. The creators of the program believed this would eventually lead to greater economic prosperity in the 
Black community and greater diversity at all levels of society throughout the United States. The good news: The 
program has been very successful over the years. The bad news: People do not realize that because of past racial 
discrimina�on, there is s�ll not a sta�s�cally propor�onate representa�on of Black people in the most successful 
sectors of American society. 

A study released this month by researchers from Harvard and Brown universi�es concluded that affluent students 
collec�vely place much higher on admissions rubrics when it comes to SAT/ACT scores and a category o�en 
referred to as “non-academic ra�ngs,” including factors like extracurriculars, athle�cs and other enrichment 
ac�vi�es. It makes sense: Students who live in an economically strong two-parent household have the money to 
pay for extensive academic tutoring and a top SAT/ACT prep course, as well as the ability to take the test mul�ple 
�mes for a higher score. Similarly, these students benefit from applica�on-boos�ng ameni�es like elite athle�cs 
coaching and opportuni�es to travel abroad. 

No mater how you cut it, the reality is that affluent students have a compe��ve advantage in college admissions 
— even when race is removed from the equa�on. An extremely bright student from an economically challenged 
household may have a strong GPA but may not have the resources or support to achieve a high SAT/ACT score. In 
addi�on, they may have to work part �me, making it even more difficult to par�cipate in the sports, 
extracurriculars or community service ac�vi�es that can make a college applica�on stand out. 

A�er gradua�on, the gap grows quickly. Alumni of highly selec�ve colleges have a beter chance of earning in the 
top 1% in annual income, atending an elite graduate school and working at a pres�gious firm, the study concluded. 
Past research also demonstrated that people with a college degree earn a million dollars more than those who 
don’t. 

In light of these facts, it’s crystal-clear that the best way to level the playing field and close the opportunity gap is 
for college admissions to place stronger considera�on on every applicant’s life circumstances. Most educa�onal 
ins�tu�ons are genuine in their commitment to crea�ng a diverse freshman class that will help students develop 
intercultural competence and learn from classmates who come from very different life circumstances. They do a 
good job of reviewing a student’s GPA, test scores and special skills. Yet few take a deep dive into the life situa�ons 
that can make or break a college applica�on. 
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With the Supreme Court’s ruling on affirma�ve ac�on, it’s more important than ever that we all do beter. At 
Centenary University in Hacketstown, where I assumed the presidency on July 1, we’re developing a new way to 
evaluate admissions applica�ons that I call Life Circumstances Admission. This innova�ve concept allows 
admissions officers to consider the unique life experiences of applicants of all races and backgrounds and, at the 
same �me, account for the genera�onal experiences of African Americans in the United States. In college 
admissions, business and life success, the young person who has emo�onal resilience — o�en called grit — will be 
the beter student and add more value to the lives of classmates and society. 

There is no perfect formula to determine which candidate’s life circumstances make them a beter applicant. 
However, experienced admissions officers can determine which student has demonstrated the grit they will need 
to succeed in college and life. This also applies to the world of work. Companies looking to hire the best employees 
need to look at the life circumstances of every applicant to determine whether they have the emo�onal resilience 
and analy�cal skills necessary to succeed in the posi�on. Since the Supreme Court killed affirma�ve ac�on, let’s 
start using Life Circumstances Admission to ensure that college classes are diverse and filled with students of all 
races and backgrounds who have the poten�al to excel in college, succeed in life and add value to society. 

 

Dale G. Caldwell is the president of Centenary University in Hackettstown. He graduated from Princeton University 
and earned an MBA from the Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania and a doctorate from Seton Hall 
University. 
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